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Introduction 
Claire Cochrane and Jo Robinson 
 
Why in the transition from future to past, should the present not be the time of 
initiative – that is, the time when the weight of history that has already been made is 
deposited, suspended, and interrupted, and when the dream of history yet to be made 
is transposed into a responsible action. 
 
Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Vol 3, trans. K. Blamey and D. Pellauer, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1985): 208. 
 
The material traces of the history of theatre may be found anywhere in the world which has 
been associated with the phenomenon of performance. A randomly selected and by no means 
exhaustive list of those traces could include: carved, painted or photographed images; 
outdoor gathering places, architectural remains or fully-functioning buildings; artefacts such 
as masks, musical instruments, mimetically significant clothing, properties and scenic pieces; 
documents – inscribed on a range of mediums – of play texts, codes of practice, inventories, 
contracts, receipts, maps, letters, journals, newspapers, postcards and since the late nineteenth 
century, recorded voices and filmed action. Along with, or sometimes instead of the 
preserved concrete traces, there might also remain embodied or cognitive traces, bearing 
witness to the way the body and mind recalls and reproduces the experience of performance 
through time.  
That our collective understanding of the concept of theatre as cultural practice has 
been significantly enlarged and diversified over the last one hundred years or so is largely, 
we would argue, due to the development of theatre history as a recognised academic 
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discipline within which successive generations of scholars have worked to identify, verify 
and shape the traces of theatre into descriptive and analytic narratives of past experience. It is 
not our intention in this Handbook to produce a comprehensive history of theatre history, but 
the genealogy of our discipline – the extent to which it is in a constant state of evolution and 
renegotiation – is of importance to our apprehension of where we are now and our capacity to 
make in Paul Ricoeur’s words ‘the present ... the time of initiative’ in the interests of the 
future. Of particular importance to this goal is our attempt to broaden the international scope 
of our discussion by actively seeking greater knowledge of other traditions and authorities of 
theatre history. Our aim is thus to go some way towards mitigating the effects of what the 
Indian scholar Dipesh Chrakrabarty has called ‘asymmetric ignorance’ – a concern to which 
we return later in this introduction (1992: 2).  
Accounts disseminated from within the Anglo-American and European academies of 
the origins of theatre history as a distinctive university discipline usually foreground the work 
in Germany at the beginning of the twentieth century of Max Herrmann in Berlin and (less 
prominently) Hugo Dinger in Jena (Quinn: 1991). What was initiated through lectures, 
scholarly associations, individual books, serial publications etc. culminated in the case of 
Herrmann in the founding in 1923 of the Theaterwissenschaftliches Institute in Berlin. The 
activities of the Theaterwissenschaft group of German-language scholars – which saw 
institutes and museums established in Cologne, Kiel, Munich and Vienna – were inevitably 
shattered by the Second World War, but remain firmly associated with the ‘scientific’ method 
of historical enquiry and the pursuit of objective ‘facts’ derived from the rigorous scrutiny of 
collected documentary and artefactual evidence. Almost simultaneously in North America, 
the appointment in 1899 of Brander Matthews to the very first US chair of dramatic literature 
at Columbia University in New York reinforced an academic tradition of locating the study 
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of theatre within departments of literature, thus prioritising the dramatic text and the study of 
‘great’, mostly European, canonical playwrights.  
As Marvin Carlson has recently emphasised, what was pioneering about both 
Herrmann and Matthews was the insistence that the play as a text on the page could only be 
re-imagined and revitalised for the stages of their own time through an understanding of the 
original performance conditions: ‘it is no exaggeration to say that the foundation of modern 
theatre studies was grounded upon a spatial reorientation – from the linear reading of drama 
to the three-dimensional staging of it’ (Carlson 2010: 195-6). Institutionalising theatre 
studies, and thus by extension theatre history, within university departments irrespective of 
their broader disciplinary orientation, however, took the scholarly practice of theatre history 
into what is effectively a gladiatorial arena. Academics argue with each other, and as they do 
so conceptual frameworks and the theoretical underpinning of basic methodologies shift and 
change. The result – as we hope the work included here in this Handbook amply 
demonstrates – is a richer, more inclusive, democratically aware and self-reflexive approach 
to the challenges of the discipline. The problem, however, as the US-based historian Ellen 
Mackay has pointed out, is that theatre history ‘perpetually re-begins itself’. Past scholarship 
is purged: ‘in pursuit of a cleaner slate, much of what has been said before must be discarded’ 
(2010: 23). Furthermore the tendency to construct binary oppositions out of favoured subject 
matter and methodologies has the capacity to both oversimplify and distort historical 
understanding. 
Within the late twentieth-century climate of postmodernism and the rejection of 
positivist adherence to demonstrable facts, there still appears to be a need to call into question 
the ‘scientific’ method, mostly now referring back to the work of A. M. Nagler, the Austrian-
American heir to the Theaterwissenschaft tradition through his influential A Source Book in 
Theatrical History which was published in 1952. In her New Readings in Theatre History 
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(2003) the British historian Jacky Bratton targets both strands of the early twentieth-century 
academic legacy through her interrogation of meticulous fact-checking, taking as an example 
the ‘archaeo-historicism’ of Robert D. Hume, best known for his research in late seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century British theatre. Bratton sets out to demonstrate the ways in which 
powerful literary figures in the British cultural elite appropriated what was to be best known 
of nineteenth-century British theatre history, in a push towards a focus on canonical literary 
drama. Such a focus had a doubled effect on the history of British theatre: it occluded the 
importance of mass popular theatre, and discounted the value of those distinctly non-literary 
evidentiary traces capable of imbuing the records of the past with felt life. Bratton has, for 
UK theatre historians, been an important influence in returning scholarly attention to both 
these aspects of theatre history. 
The writing of this introduction has also been influenced by another very recent 
challenge to the received wisdom about the scholarly basis of British theatre history. Richard 
Schoch’s vigorously polemical Writing the History of the British Stage 1660-1900 (2016) 
sets out to restore the legitimacy and credibility of the documented records produced before 
the advent of the twentieth century modernist academic. What had been gently disparaged as 
inaccurate and naively anecdotal or pointlessly pedestrian about the various ‘histories’ 
published by the antiquarians, textual editors, book sellers, journalists and theatrical insiders 
of the late seventeenth, eighteenth and most of the nineteenth centuries – three hundred years’ 
worth of thinking about the theatre – should, Schoch suggests, be recognised as not merely 
miscellaneous sources of fragmentary information to be rummaged through by appropriately 
trained professional historians, but as historical and indeed historiographic interventions in 
their own right, each offering distinctive interpretive perspectives. This argument potentially 
has wider international implications for the reappraisal and re-evaluation of the multiplicitous 
voices from the past, and suggests the importance of awareness of multiple, previous and 
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‘other’ historiographical frameworks which must be recognised if we are fully to understand 
those voices. We should look harder at what has been sedimented in the historical memory: 
what has been, in Ricoeur’s words, ‘deposited, suspended’. And we should ensure that we 
bring to those deposits and sediments the frameworks which are appropriate to best 
understanding and evaluating them. How we look affects what we see; what we see should 
affect how we look. 
Thus, one of the core objectives of this volume is to share and widen knowledge not 
just of more internationally various theatre histories, but also of the key individuals 
responsible through time for the transmission of that knowledge. A key question running 
through the Handbook, and one which has motivated our choice of commissioned essays, is 
that of ‘who speaks in theatre history, and who has the right to speak?’ And what languages 
do they speak in, and from what contexts? Here it is worth noting that the development of 
digital technologies and spaces provides both a potential transformation in terms of the 
methodological tools that we deploy, as Robinson discusses later in this volume, but also in 
our access to knowledge. In some ways, the development of the internet over recent decades 
has democratised the discussion of theatre history, as it has enabled the creation of a vast 
repository of enthusiastically-acquired information capable of dissemination outside the walls 
of the academy by aficionados of theatre and performance – who are sometimes 
understandably oblivious of, or actively resistant to, scholarly authority. This material is 
potentially a rich resource of audience reception and response, given the centrality of shared 
emotion and experience to the theatrical encounter, but it is one which can also be potentially 
overwhelming for the academic researcher: if everyone speaks, who can we hear? 
The key difference, we would suggest, and the one which has driven the authorial and 
editorial imperatives of this volume, is the importance of historiographic understanding to the 
work which historians do. The Oxford English Dictionary (2002) defines historiography as 
9 
both the ‘writing of history’ and ‘the study of history-writing’: what we write about, how we 
write and why we write. Recently the US-based scholars Rosemarie Bank and Michal 
Kobialka have offered the pithy definition of ‘the arrangement of the historical record’ 
(2015:2): that economy of expression serves to refine to a powerfully-constituted core the 
labour-intensive task of establishing the methodological, ideological and philosophical 
components of the arrangement. Moreover, in line with a growing preoccupation with the 
ethical turn in theatre studies, the fundamental responsibility of the historian to find ways to 
tell a verifiable truth about the past – despite the contested nature of ‘truth’ – demands greater 
attention to the transparency of the historian’s objectives. In a previous collaboration on a 
collection of essays – published in 2016 as Theatre History and Historiography: Ethics, 
Evidence and Truth – and drawing on historiographic expertise in other disciplines, we 
sought ‘to explore the ways in which theatre historians apply ethical thinking to the truthful 
representation, recovery or re-visioning of the different ways and means by which theatre-
makers in the past have enacted stories or scenarios related to human experience’ (4). There 
we cited the German historiographer Jörn Rüsen’s statement that ‘it belongs to the historian’s 
responsibility to reveal not only those features of the past which fit into the self-esteem of 
contemporaries, but also to reveal those hidden but effective disturbances in their self-
esteem’ (2004:199); in this volume, too, we seek to encourage awareness in both contributors 
and readers of how our choices of object, method and perspective affect what and how we 
see. It is thus important to acknowledge our own positioning and context as theatre historians 
and historiographers. Who are our contemporaries and forebears, and what are our ingrained 
approaches and understandings? 
As British theatre historians with personal research interests focused on the history of 
theatre in the UK much of the record we arrange – and subject to rearrangement – is drawn 
from the scholarship of British theatre history. Arguably it is down to the cultural as well as 
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political legacy of the British Empire that the theatre of our small group of islands has 
attracted the interest of such substantial numbers of international historians especially from 
(formerly British) North America. However, the founding of the International Federation for 
Theatre Research/Fédération International pour la Recherche Théâtrale in 1955 as a result of 
an initiative of the British Society for Theatre Research (established in 1948) brought 
together in the first meeting delegates from 21 countries to what was a dual English/French 
language organisation. In France the Société d’Histoire du Théâtre had been founded in 1932 
by August Rondel, the librarian of the Comédie Française. IFTR/FIRT rapidly expanded to 
draw in theatre and performance scholars from all over the world, and the impact on the 
discipline of theatre history has been considerable. The majority of the contributors to the 
Companion have engaged with IFTR and an important core have been members of the 
Historiography Working Group. Indeed the majority of the individual essays included were 
first discussed at the annual conference held in Stockholm in 2016 when the overarching 
theme was ‘Presenting the theatrical past’. It is also worth reminding ourselves that every 
scholar who considers their field of theatre studies retrospectively has to apply the 
methodological tools of the historian even if she/he does not self-identify as a historian.  
That said it is our sense that interest in theatre history and historiography has gathered 
momentum since the beginning of the twenty-first century and the commissioning of The 
Methuen Drama Handbook to Theatre History and Historiography follows on from the 
comparatively recent publication of a number of key English language volumes dedicated to 
historiographic enquiry. Moreover although the academic writing is in English – an issue to 
which we return later in this introduction – and the writers for the most part belong to a 
community of scholars well known to each other, there is a gathering sense of international 
engagement, of expanding temporal, spatial, geographical boundaries. 
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While mindful of the futility of attempting to pinpoint a clearly delineated turning 
point in the history of a cultural practice, it is convenient for the genealogy of our project if 
we trace back our particular line of descent to 1989 and the publication by the University of 
Iowa Press of Interpreting the Theatrical Past. The editors Thomas Postlewait and Bruce 
McConachie brought together thirteen theatre historians, all but one based at North American 
universities. The exception, the German theatre scholar Erika Fischer-Lichte, was then 
teaching at the University of Bayreuth but all were effectively in the same debating room in 
the academy. As Bank and Kobialka point out, the 1989 collection offered no precise 
definition of historiography (2015: 1). Instead as the Postlewait/McConachie introduction put 
it the intention was to identify historiographic problems and issues but also provide 
interpretative approaches that apply broadly to theatre [and] challenge assumptions (ix). The 
first essay in the collection by R.W. Vince offered a succinct historical survey of the 
development of the discipline together with a discussion of both ‘sciencing’ and the likely 
impact of ‘sociocultural’ historians on the broadening of the field. His conclusion, however, 
betrays a lingering insecurity about status and legitimacy as he asks ‘will theatre history be 
able to take advantage of new historiographical theories and methods and establish itself as 
an independent discipline?’ (1989: 16). 
Thirty years on from that question the flourishing of interest in the discipline may be 
clearly seen in the appearance of a growing number of publications – including those 
subsequently produced by Vince’s fellow interpretative essayists, Marvin Carlson, Joseph 
Roach, Tracy Davis, Erika Fischer-Lichte, McConachie and Postlewait – which bear witness 
to both historiographic ambition and independence. Postlewait’s successor volumes to 
Interpreting the Theatrical Past – his single-authored The Cambridge Introduction to Theatre 
Historiography (2009) and the 2010 collection of essays, Representing the Past: Essays in 
Performance Historiography, co-edited with Charlotte M Canning – offer still more various 
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perspectives on the discipline. While much of the case study material in the The Cambridge 
Introduction is drawn from Postlewait’s mainly British theatre specialisms, his valuable 
interrogation of the evidentiary basis of much established theatre history foregrounds vital 
questions about the theatre historian’s responsibility to the past as well as providing the 
reader with key guidelines on methodologies and approaches (guidelines to which we will 
return throughout this volume). In turn, the fifteen essays collected together in Representing 
the Past are designed to enable the reader ‘to think with – not just about’ (2010: 9) the five 
categorical ideas of archive, time, space, identity and narrative. The aim was to engage with 
‘some of the fundamental conditions of historical inquiry and understanding’ (3) while still 
recognising the importance of new perspectives and methods derived from the humanities 
such as feminist studies, gender studies, postcolonialism, cultural materialism and new 
historicism. As applications for thinking with, the categories open up new areas of 
investigation. Within ‘Archive’, for example, the ‘unwritten’ of the sixteenth century English 
morris dance; within ‘Time’, the ‘crisis of representation’ in relation to India’s pasts 
provoked by cultural difference and the ‘intrinsic Indian and extrinsic Western ideas of time 
and history (168). At all times as the editors warn, ‘the historical representation seeks to be 
an objective image of the thing itself, yet it cannot avoid being, in some capacity, a subjective 
distortion of that thing’ (11). 
The importance of recognising such new perspectives is also highlighted in the 
introduction to Theater Historiography: Critical Interventions, edited by Henry Bial and 
Scott Magelssen and also published in 2010. Bial and Magelssen emphasise key shifts in the 
discipline clearly driven by changes in the second half of the twentieth-century which they 
claim saw ‘members of previously “unhistoried” populations – women, ethnic and racial 
minorities, non-Western nations – begin to enter the academy in large numbers’. This, they 
argue, ‘combined with postmodern philosophy’s critique of hierarchical structures of 
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knowledge’, has led to the recognition of both a need to widen the scope of that academy’s 
gaze, and for new historiographical approaches and methods ‘more suitable to a 
nonhierarchical and multicultural understanding of theater’ (2010: 2). Certainly their 
collection widens the gaze to look at, for example, Nicaraguan dance-drama, Jewish 
involvement in early American theatre and performance-oriented genres of theatre in India. 
The widening of the gaze is thus not just in respect of the ‘who’ and ‘where’ of theatre and 
performance but also on the ‘what’, as the diversification of models of performance continues 
apace – which opens up opportunities not just for new histories but for new historians. That 
widening gaze, however, must acknowledge the difficulty of avoiding what the cultural and 
postcolonial theorist Timothy Brennan calls ‘superficial gestures of inclusiveness’ (2014:12). 
The Cambridge Companion to Theatre History published in 2012 and edited by the 
British historians David Wiles and Christine Dymkowski, utilises a similar structural strategy 
to Postlewait and Canning in organising essays around a series of core concepts and 
questions of ‘Why?’, ‘When?’, ‘Where?’, ‘What?’, ‘How?’. Here, the ‘Where’ section is 
deployed to bring in wider geographical frameworks, with case studies ranging from the local 
represented by the English regional city of Liverpool in an essay by Ros Merkin, to ‘Finland’ 
by S.E. Wilmer, ‘Egypt’ by Hazem Azmy, ‘Traditional theatre: the case of Japanese Noh’, by 
Diego Pellecchia’ and finally Marvin Carlson’s ‘Reflections on a Global Theatre History’ in 
which he builds on the concerns first set out in his 2004 Theatre Survey article, ‘Become Less 
Provincial’ – an intervention to which we will return. But while the ‘where’ section covers 
the wide ground indicated above, the majority of the case study material in the volume 
overall is taken from examples of European theatre. Despite the undoubted historiographic 
value of the variety of topics and methodologies assembled by the very distinguished 
community of scholars brought together to contribute to this volume who include, along with 
Postlewait, Carlson, Bratton and Fischer-Lichte, the Swedish Willmar Sauter, the French-
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Canadian Josette Féral and the Swiss Stefan Hulfeld, the faultlines and odd, unequal 
conjunctions in the internationalising efforts remain.  
Bank and Kobialka cite Brennan’s warning while adopting a robust stance towards 
the way their contributors’ essays explicitly ‘focus on disclosing how particular modes of 
thinking have been embedded in our perceptions of time, space, and matter and how those 
modes have been shaped to serve political, cultural, and ideological agendas’ (2015: 12). 
Avoiding what they perhaps see as an unwanted ideological agenda of other writers – and a 
challenge which this volume itself explicitly takes up – Bank and Kobialka’s own 
introduction notes that: 
 
Rather than striving to include subjects and milieus because they demonstrate a desire 
to be done with Eurocentric thought and historiography, the essays in this collection 
work against centrism by understanding historiography as the encounter with a 
material ‘Other’ that forces the historiographer to acknowledge his/her own temporal 
and spatial materiality. (2015: 13)  
 
Such an understanding was also foregrounded in our own Ethics and Evidence collection 
where gestures of inclusiveness to the ‘Other’ were integral to our approach in relation to 
both telling stories that have not been told and the ways in which we tell them. For the most 
part, however, our own gaze was inwards, fixed on the questions raised for historians of 
British performance culture. Writing about ethics and bias in her own field of American 
theatre Rosemarie Bank considered the implications of bad faith historiography, but apart 
from this our collection made only one gesture outside an Anglo-American perspective: 
Poonam Trivedi’s exploration of the ‘intellectual and ethical responsibility to recover and 
recoup the whole picture’ of colonial India’s contested theatre histories, ‘warts and all’ 
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(2016: 103-4). However to aim, as we do, in this Handbook to find a way of enabling a more 
inclusive conversation from a wider range of international standpoints is to enter a difficult 
and disputed territory. The next section of this introduction again begins retrospectively as 
we trace the story so far of our joint preoccupation with the local within the global. 
More than a decade ago in 2007, Jo Robinson’s article ‘Becoming More Provincial? 
The Global and the Local in Theatre History’ marshalled aspects of a wider debate about the 
contested nature of the all-pervasive discourse of globalisation in order to address Marvin 
Carlson’s claim, made in his 2004 Theatre Survey article, that adopting a more global 
perspective in the practice of theatre history would ‘deepen and enrich our knowledge of 
theatre and the way it has functioned in other parts of the world’ (2004a: 177). Carlson’s 
article, written in the aftermath of 9/11 and in the knowledge of the catastrophic 
consequences of the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, can be read as genuinely idealistic about 
the possibility that the theatre and performance academy within the United States could in 
some way intervene to disrupt the ‘long and unfortunate tradition of indifference to the 
concerns, needs, and interests of other parts of the world’ (178).  
Carlson demanded an expansion of geographical scope, moving away from an 
approach which is centred on ‘the European and American tradition, with the theatres of the 
rest of the world ignored entirely or lumped into brief summaries in chapters’ (177). The 
results of expanding the focus of scholarly study in this way will be, he argues, twofold: at a 
basic level, we will ‘deepen and enrich our knowledge of theatre and the way it functions and 
has functioned in other parts of the world’, but in addition, in a move which relates ‘to the 
increasing interconnectedness of our world as it enters this new millennium’, we will be able 
to consider how theatre has operated across or between cultures, how it has incorporated for 
good or ill materials from other cultures, and how it has not infrequently served itself as an 
important medium of cultural exchange (179). Here then, Carlson seemed to be asking not 
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only for a broadening of the objects of study but also for a new perspective, one which 
stresses and works with interconnectedness. Indeed, by the end of his essay such 
interconnectedness is presented as inevitable in the current climate of globalization: 
 
There is ... a sense in which all theatre is local; but in an increasingly interconnected 
world, neither theatre nor politics can be viewed as only local without a serious 
distortion and misunderstanding of each. Local and regional concerns have not ceased 
to exist, but in the new millennium they seem inevitably to be more and more 
imbricated with the international and indeed the global. (180) 
 
As if in direct response, the publication in 2006 of Theatre Histories: an Introduction, edited 
by Phillip Zarrilli, Bruce McConachie, Gary Jay Williams and Carol Fisher Sorgenfrei was 
situated as the first, academically coordinated, English language attempt to allow: 
 
cultural perspectives that are relatively neglected in the West to be considered, and 
not in the margins of western theatre or according to its criteria but in and of 
themselves and as a means for illuminating our understanding of human 
expressiveness at large. (xviii) 
 
In examining topics that range from late-Neolithic ritual pilgrimage in England through 
medieval theatre and Shakespeare to pantomime, Ibsen, Brecht, and beyond – but also 
included Noh and Kabuki from Japan, Kathakali and Kutiyattam from Kerala in India, 
Yoruba ritual and postcolonial theatre in Africa, shamanism from Korea and radical theatre in 
Latin America – the authors of Theatre Histories provided their readers with many examples 
of theatre and performance culture from around the world, with the aim of widening their 
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understanding of how theatre can be defined and how it has operated in particular cultures at 
particular times. When Carlson returned to his preoccupation with global theatre history in 
2013 in the essay published in The Cambridge Companion to Theatre History introduced 
above, he professed his admiration for Theatre Histories – by then in its second edition – but 
none the less critiqued structural imbalances in content and organisation which he attributed 
‘to its reluctance to shift from traditional paradigms in both subject matter and presentational 
mode’ (155). Such criticisms mirrored Robinson’s earlier concerns, expressed in 2007, that 
while the book’s authors ‘do offer a widening of material and knowledge, the book simply 
fails to achieve the broadening of method and of perspective which is essential for the study 
of the global’: instead, ‘the global perspective’ of the book is 
 
largely that of a long –and inclusive – voyage to different parts of the theatrical world 
to bring back to the western student of theatre history new knowledge of different 
locals, rather than a perspective primarily founded on an awareness and understanding 
of interconnections and their consequences. (234).  
 
Building on Postlewait’s argument in his essay, ‘Historiography and the Theatrical Event: a 
Primer with Twelve Cruxes’: that ‘what historians see – or fail to see – depends upon not 
only where but how they look, how they constitute both the field of study and the method of 
investigation’ (1991: 161, original emphases), Robinson thus questioned the volume’s claim 
to be truly offering a global perspective.  
 Theatre Histories is now in its third edition – revised, sumptuously illustrated and 
augmented by new technology (2016) – but its revised authorship is in terms of formal 
national affiliation still homogenous, albeit representing wide-ranging and exemplary 
scholarship drawn from diverse influences. If, as the new General Editor Tobin Nellhaus 
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states in the introduction ‘knowing about theatre globally is vital today’ (2), students 
accessing this rich resource will still largely be looking out from their Anglophone theatre 
departments with their perspective channelled through expertise located in physically and 
intellectually familiar environments and through largely shared assumptions. So how might 
the paradigm shift – a change in how we look as well as where we look – called for by both 
Carlson and Robinson begin to happen? How might a perspective founded on an awareness 
and understanding of interconnections and their consequences be attempted? 
 In attempting to answer this question, we need to acknowledge the extent to which the 
concept of the ‘global’ is, for the time being at any rate, essentially a Western dominant 
power construct and that in relation to theatre and performance the international is made up 
of a myriad of different traditions, practices and aesthetic values. As Carlson pointed out in 
2013, the nation state as a totalising category which can be legitimately utilised as a model 
for exploring a particular narrative of theatre history is simply not equal to the ever shifting 
complexity, past and present, of cultural, linguistic and indeed political boundaries. Instead 
he called for a shift towards a ‘rhizomatic approach’ – a model offered through the theories 
of the French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari which ideally ‘moves freely 
across phenomena, making connections potentially in all directions, without seeking fixed 
structures or linear narratives. It allows for fluid multiple connections without privileging any 
controlling models of either representation or interpretation’. Arguing that ‘Theatre history 
has always been far more rhizomatic than theatre historians have admitted’, such an approach 
‘recognises that theatre both past and present is best understood not as a series of … linear 
narratives but as an ever-shifting web of cultural interweaving’ (157). The key principle of 
interconnectedness – whether within national boundaries at the level of the capital, regional 
or hyperlocal, across boundaries as in Katharina Wessely’s article on actor mobility across 
German speaking territories or indeed troubling such boundaries as in Magnus 
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Thorbergsson’s essay on Icelandic immigrant theatre in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Canada – remains a foundational principle of this collection, as we will make clear in 
our later discussion of the volume’s structure and of the various potential pathways through 
the material contained here. 
 ‘Cultural interweaving’, however, is not a simple concept either methodologically or 
ideologically. In 2014, while the Indian theatre maker, scholar and political activist Rustom 
Bharucha was prepared to accede to the notion of performance cultures he made clear that he 
was:  
 
Not quite so sanguine that ‘interweaving’ such cultures can free one from the burdens 
of appropriation, decontextualisation, cosmeticization, commodification and the myth 
of an ‘equal’ playing field in the global cultural economy. (180)  
 
Bharucha was here contemplating the inevitability of the ‘positive failure’ of an attempt to 
replace what he called the ‘hoary category’ of the intercultural as it originated in 1970s’ Euro-
American performance studies with a new paradigm of ‘interweaving performance cultures’. 
The context is Bharucha’s contribution to the collection of essays published in 2014 in The 
Politics of Interweaving Performance Cultures: Beyond Postcolonialism which was one of 
the outputs of the Institute for Advanced Studies ‘Interweaving Performance Cultures’ project 
established at the Freie Universität Berlin in 2008 and led by Erika Fischer-Lichte. As she 
explains in the introduction to the collection, the clear thematic focus was to deal ‘with the 
problems and possibilities that emerge from processes of interweaving performances cultures 
[a term] which is a translation of the German Verflechtungen von Theaterkulturen’ (11). The 
fact that even this preliminary act of translation created ambiguities of meaning and thus 
arguably by extension intent, was just one indicator of the challenges offered by this 
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consciously ‘utopian’ project. ‘Verflechtungen’ is a German noun for which there is no exact 
equivalent in English. Addressing this in a public dialogue conducted in 2010 Bharucha and 
Fischer-Lichte explored the slippage between verb and noun. For Bharucha the term came 
across ‘as an activity, a method, a way of doing things’ rather than an institutional category, 
an ‘entity represented by a noun’, and by implication vulnerable to stasis and distortion 
(2011). 
 That different models and conventions of theatre and performance have evolved 
internationally through time by way of happenstance, convergence, gifting, borrowing, 
invasion and coercion is, as Fischer-Lichte points out, indisputable. What upped the stakes 
politically, she argues, is that as the twentieth-century era of the postcolonial came into being 
– effectively creating a new map of the world which, in theory, broke down divisions 
between the coloniser and the colonised – the concept of the ‘intercultural’ developed in 
Western academies and in centres of performance research in the 1970s and 1980s was 
predicated on the suggestion that ‘we all meet on an equal ground’. The outcome in reality 
was another version of unacknowledged Orientalism. The ‘intercultural’ saw theatre forms 
that positioned, as Fischer-Lichte puts it, ‘the West against the rest’ producing , at its most 
extreme, examples of what Bharucha calls HIT (hegemonic intercultural theatre) exemplified 
most prominently perhaps by the internationally celebrated works of Peter Brook, Ariane 
Mnouchkine, Robert Wilson, and Tadashi Suzuki. At the same time, the less glossily visible 
but no less influential anthropological foraging into the festive and ritual practices of 
societies located far outside Western traditions resulted in the assimilation and/or 
appropriation of culturally specific borrowings for aesthetic and ideological purposes that 
were potentially offensively at odds with their original function, 
 The issue here is not that interchange was a new strategy of enrichment for Western 
theatre makers and audience. In his essay ‘Theatrical Translation as Modernization in the 
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First Age of Globalisation’, New Zealand-born Christopher Balme whose early work in 
Decolonising the Stage drew on post-colonial experiments he dubbed ‘syncretic theatre’ 
(1999) locates an earlier moment of globalisation in the second-half of the nineteenth century, 
during which ‘a seismic shift took place in the way nations and cultures began to deal with 
one another’, and argues that ‘this shift is reflected in the way theatre was organised, and how 
it functioned as a cultural force’ (2014: 106). Rather, both the allure and the problem of an 
intercultural approach was that it was construed and presented differently, as a humble 
reaching out to the previously subordinated Other for new knowledge as an act of mutual 
exchange.  
 Except of course, as Bharucha – with his background of grass roots performance 
interventions in areas of India, the Philippines, South Africa and elsewhere – knows only too 
well, within the power structures of the global cultural economy, the material benefits of such 
exchanges are invariably disproportionally accrued by the exchange partner whose 
dominance is favoured by existing material circumstances. What applies to the practices of 
theatre and performance applies also (possibly more so), to the histories of those practices. As 
the Moroccan theatre scholar Khalid Amine – who is one of the contributors to this volume – 
has pointed out elsewhere: 
 
Our task as subaltern [sic] scholars is further complicated while revisiting the existing 
body of world-theatre histories; we are hardly visible, and if mentioned at all, then 
often on the borderlines between absence and presence. (25-6). 
 
Amine draws on Dipesh Chakrabarty’s observation made in 1992 that ‘Europe works as a 
silent referent in historical knowledge’. Chakrabarty’s term ‘asymmetric ignorance’ – 
introduced earlier in this Introduction – refers to the fact that ‘Third-world historians feel a 
22 
need to refer to works in European history; historians of Europe do not feel any need to 
reciprocate’. Amine’s aim to ‘redeem postcolonial performance history from its interminable 
oppositional thinking’ offers the hope that democratic interweaving might firstly redress the 
balance in favour of more equal knowledge, but then also recover ‘the irreducible plurality’ 
and ‘interconnectedness of cultures’ which allows us to reconfigure our historiographic 
understanding.  
 Such an approach requires historians to pay attention then, not just to the different 
parts of the world, but to the conditions of theatre-making in those varying locations as well 
as to the links and interconnections between them, not least because, as Tracy C. Davis and 
Christopher Balme argue in their ‘Prospectus’ for their multi-volume Bloomsbury Cultural 
History of Theatre, 
 
Theatre history has largely reoriented towards understanding performance as a social 
entity: normatively constitutive of sociability, productive of the public sphere, 
received by socially constituted units and sub-units, and reflective of wider social 
conditions both in its ostensible content and the reactions it engenders. (2015: 403) 
 
And what is true of theatre and theatre-making is equally as true of theatre history writing: 
production of theatre history is also inflected by local knowledges, as we made clear in 
Ethics, Evidence and Truth, citing Rüsen. The historian’s ‘set of norms and values is a part of 
the past they interpret with them’, and they need to become aware of – and, we argued, 
transparent about – ‘the cultural constitution of themselves and their world’ (Rüsen 2004: 
203). Chakrabarty draws attention to the difficulty imposed by dominant intellectual norms 
and values with a list of names well-known as authorities in the Western historical academy: 
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Whether it is an Edward Thompson, a Le Roy Ladurie, a Carlo Ginzberg, a Lawrence 
Stone, a Robert Darnton, or a Natalie Davis – to take but a few names at random from 
our contemporary world – the ‘greats’ and the models of the historian’s enterprise are 
always at least culturally ‘European’. ‘They’ produce their work in relative ignorance 
of non-Western histories, and this does not seem to affect the quality of their work. 
This is a gesture, however, that ‘we’ cannot return. We cannot even afford an equality 
or symmetry of ignorance at this level without taking the risk of appearing ‘old-
fashioned’ or ‘outdated’. (1992: 2) 
 
There is no mistaking the anger in this statement, characteristic of the oppositional thinking 
which Amine seeks to mitigate. Conscious of the great names of European poststructuralist 
theory – some of which have already appeared in this introduction – we are also mindful that 
asymmetric ignorance of performance cultures is also accompanied by ignorance of other 
authorities, knowledge of which may also enable a different, more dynamic arrangement of 
the record. Thus, alongside the varied range of essays and authorial voices commissioned for 
this volume, we have also asked our contributors to help us develop an annotated 
bibliography that aims to introduce our readers to those key authorities and authors that make 
up the intellectual landscape from which they write. 
 Responding to what is now thought of across a range of disciplines as the ‘new 
materialism’, Bank and Kobialka’s preoccupation with the instability of history leads them to 
an imperative to derive historiography from historical subjects rather than applying it to them 
[original emphases]. The materiality of history would be seen ‘as a state of unrest, of 
continuous change, a history that was not subject to methodology, that did not receive 
interpretations, that did not reflect or represent a theory applied to it, but exposed the 
presence of these in history (and historians)’ (2015: 3). Arguably this too is a utopian aim. 
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But the exposure of factors within the materiality of the history and within and, we suggest, 
outwith,1 the historian, puts into creative tension past and present lived experience in ways 
which at the very least serves the ethical obligation to avoid what Bank’s concept of bad faith 
history (Bank 2016: 48). If the idea of the arrangement of the historical record can take us 
back to the idea of interweaving as a dynamic activity, then looking at that record as a 
continual process of multiple cultural transmutations – and acknowledging the ‘discontinuity, 
indeterminacy, the limitations of traditional logic and language, elastic and multidirectional 
temporality’ which Bank and Kobialka see as ineluctable outcomes of historical enquiry 
grounded in materiality – becomes a necessity. The exposure of the ‘burdens’ associated with 
positive failure which Bharucha lists could conceivably be accepted as part of the process.  
 But if interweaving – and the pursuit of a rhizomatic approach to history – remains 
the desirable goal, it is still vital to pay attention to what is being woven together: in other 
words, to examine the nature of the threads and/or the nodes. It is here that the second key 
approach of this collection is foregrounded, in that our attention must also focus on the locals 
that a rhizomatic approach necessarily links and webs together. In making this point, we are 
conscious that we move into more problematic territory, potentially risking the labels of 
‘provincial’ (Carlson, 2004) or worse, as Balme puts it in critical terms: 
 
In the eyes of most theatre historians, however, theatre remains a resolutely local, 
even parochial, phenomenon, in which the local perspective enjoys unconditional 
priority over other research paradigms. (2014: 105) 
 
Aware of these dangers, Robinson’s 2007 call to ‘become more provincial’ sought to bring 
both local and global into focus, arguing that our methods of investigation must always be 
specific, always local: that global networks always come to ‘touch the earth’, in Nicholas 
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Albrow’s terms, at specific locations and times (1997: 52). Thus, as Sonia Massai argues, 
citing Anthony D. King: 
 
Theorists of the global dimensions of cultural production agree that the formulation of 
a ‘theory of culture at the level of the international’ can only be undertaken starting 
from ‘different social, spatial, or cultural locations in the world’. Such locations 
include neighbourhoods, cities, regions and sub-regions, linguistic, religious, and 
political ecumenics, along with national identity and traditions, as equally significant 
determinants of cultural production. (2005: 43). 
 
Attempts to look at local lived experiences situated in necessarily partial slices of space and 
time are of course complicated – to varying degrees across the essays included in this volume 
– by temporal distance, by the difficulty of the twenty-first century historian accessing the 
mentalités of the long-gone communities for whom the theatre or performance under 
examination was entirely familiar. But that difficulty is itself, we would argue, indicative of 
the need for (extending Bank and Kobialka) an historiography derived from the locally-
specific historical subject which foregrounds the complexity of difference from within a 
materially different perspective. It is this principle that has guided us in our search for 
contributors to this volume, and in the questions that we have asked of their work. How 
might lived experience within the physical location of historical enquiry, within its specific 
material opportunities and constraints, and perhaps most importantly working from within the 
cognitive understanding derived from an inherited mentalité shaped by that physical 
environment, materially affect the historiographic choices which are made? If the historian is 
accustomed to standing/sitting/walking within a different place, an/other local, what is the 
effect of being an ‘insider’ rather than an ‘outsider’? Given that as historians we all look back 
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at the past, even our own pasts, as outsiders, is that an enquiry hopelessly muddied by the 
multiple factors which shape perception and interpretive capacity? Or is the ‘matter’ of 
materiality and the extent to which it ‘matters' more complex than that? Interweaving 
multiple, international, theatre histories, we suggest, needs greater attention to the multiple 
materialities simultaneously incorporated into the process.  
 Introducing ‘materialities’ as a key term in cultural geography, the Scottish 
geographer Hayden Lorimer draws our attention to ‘things that are multiple’. It is a term 
‘suggestive of emerging theories about how we should understand the very existence of stuff 
[our emphasis] and our diverse experiences of, or encounters with it’ (2013: 60). It is 
‘concerned with complex spatial relations and with the quality or consistency of matter, and 
its elements potentially in different states’ (60). But in describing ‘the nature of the lived 
world’ there are greater ethical responsibilities: 
 
Among the broad community of human geography, a vocabulary of ‘materiality’ also 
has been used as a determining measure of research with real-world application or 
significance, based upon a principled model of critical academic engagement. As a 
fullest expression of political and social commitment, the materialising of an abstract 
idea is its real observable instantiation in a more just society. (60) 
 
What is now established as the ‘new materialism’ emerged in the second half of the 1990s 
most prominently, and independently, in the work of the Mexican-American artist and 
philosopher Manuel DeLanda and the Italian-Australian feminist theorist and philosopher 
Rosi Braidotti (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012: 93). In what in 2012 was promoted as the 
first published monograph on new materialism, the authors Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der 
Tuin explain: 
27 
 
The term proposes a cultural theory that radically rethinks the dualisms so central to 
our (post)-modern theory and always starts its analysis from how these oppositions 
(between nature and culture, matter and mind, the human and the inhuman) are 
produced in action itself. It thus has a profound interest in the morphology of change 
and gives special attention to matter (materiality, processes of materialization) as it 
has been so much neglected by dualist thought. (39) 
 
A new tradition has emerged through a process of re-readings of old or even abandoned texts 
giving a new orientation to the canonised past, ‘simultaneously giving us a past, a present, a 
future’. In DeLanda’s work, building on Fernand Braudel, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 
‘all objective entities are products of a historical process, that is, their identity is synthesized 
or produced as part of cosmological, geological, biological or social history’. His non-linear 
‘bottom up’, ‘philosophical meditation on the history of matter-energy’ treats each new 
emergence in each of the parallel worlds as ‘mere accumulations of different types of 
materials, accumulations in which each successive layer does not form a new world closed in 
on itself but, on the contrary, results in coexistences and interactions of different kinds’ 
(DeLanda 2000: 18).  
 Taking the long view of human cultural practice within a dynamic mass of physical 
systems offers the possibility of an alternative perspective on the dualisms within which we 
all tend to construct our ideological and aesthetic positions, including that of post-colonial 
discourse. Back in 2004 David Kerr, writing with Stephen Chifunyise on theatre and 
performance in a land mass termed ‘Southern Africa’, pointed out that so-called ‘indigenous’ 
performing arts are many thousands of years old. Thus: 
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terms such as indigenous and pre-colonial are ludicrously inadequate ranging from 
Paleolithic times to the late nineteenth century. The category pre-colonial gives the 
colonial incursion into southern Africa a centrality, which is probably 
disproportionate to its actual impact. (2004: 265)  
 
This is not to suggest that the converging and diverging elements of origin – the historic 
bifurcations as DeLanda puts it – of twentieth and twenty-first century injustices and 
inequalities should be ignored in the arranging of the record or that they do not profoundly 
shape the point of view of the historian. But an interweaving process which enlarges the 
scope of the local within the impossibly multiple choices available to an attempt to be 
internationally inclusive can perhaps foreground coexistences, interactions and synergies, 
while always acknowledging the environmental circumstances which determine specific 
differences. Thus, in agreeing to write for us, each contributor becomes part of the rhizomatic 
structure of connections of theatre history, and we are consciously inviting them to enter into 
dialogue both with us as editors and with other contributors, not least in the conversation that 
we reproduce in our final section on the challenges in the field of theatre history today. 
Working with the collaborators we have commissioned we have paired each historiographic 
project within thematic categories designed to elicit the distinctive features of each writer’s 
‘local’ while also drawing attention to theatre and performance practices or cultural 
objectives which might reveal unexpected parallels across time and space.  
 Those conversations are of course reproduced here in English, even though the 
majority of our contributors do not write in English as their first language. The overwhelming 
dominance of English language publication means that the understanding of the historical 
subject can be very easily lost in translation; more important still, as the Kenyan writer Ngugi 
wa Thiong’o has trenchantly pointed out as he now writes in Gikuyu rather than English, 
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language plays an important role in hierarchies and systems of oppression (2013: 
unpaginated). This is a topic which Rashna Nicholson has explored extensively within her 
work on the Parsi theatre of nineteenth-century India and that is the focus of her essay here, 
in which she argues that it is only by drawing attention to linguistic heterogeneity, to the 
overlooked disjunctures, discrepancies, failures and anomalies of language that we can begin 
to write more global theatre histories.  
 Indeed, the debate between Fischer-Lichte and Bharucha on the meaning and 
syntactical function of the single word ‘interweaving’ in German and English could be 
replicated many times over within different language communities. In his 2007 monograph 
African Theatre and Performances Osita Okagbue begins with the fact that most African 
cultures and languages do not have specific words for theatre or drama, and then sets about 
trying to differentiate between verb-noun expressions of performance practices in languages 
such as Hausa and Igbo that are spoken by millions in a broad band of West African countries 
(2007: 1-2). Thus, we recognise that the ability to manoeuvre linguistically between different 
nuances of meaning, to think in two different cultural modes, offers a particularly distinctive, 
but none the less slippery means of access to cultural understanding. It also reinforces the 
complexity of the larger historiographic challenge to our collective task of making history out 
of the lived experience of the past. 
 It is notable that many of the texts that we have introduced above are collections of 
essays, like this one, and perhaps this is not a coincidence: it may be that only collections of 
essays – written by multiple authorial hands – are able to begin to provide the kind of 
multiple perspectives and starting points that we seek to introduce to our readers. As Steve 
Tillis writes, ‘the uniqueness of regional and local histories is of crucial importance to the 
world theatre historian’ (2012: 381): we have therefore invited our contributors to reflect on 
aspects of theatre history which mobilise a detailed and embedded knowledge of the local 
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and regional, while also highlighting questions of historiographic approach and method that 
are of interest and relevance beyond the particular geographical or temporal contexts from 
which they emerge. What has become immediately obvious is the extent to which each 
arrangement of the record challenges any reliance on notions of fixed national identities or 
territorial boundaries. Waves of invasion, examples of competing military and political 
interests, the imposition of unfamiliar cultures are absorbed and remade in patterns of 
syncretism. What we mean by pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial cannot be confined to 
specific eras or geographical locations.  
In recognition of this combination of local difference and historiographic patterning, 
the sixteen essays which form the core of this volume have been thematically paired. 
Through this organising strategy we hope to encourage readers not just to focus on one topic, 
one time period, or one geography, but rather to read essays productively alongside and 
against one another while remaining open to other possible links. Indeed, while we began the 
preliminary stages of the development of this project with the selection of clearly 
differentiated themes and topics, it rapidly became clear that preoccupations, perspectives 
and modes of working overlapped, creating unexpected synergies even when the locations 
and foci of research were ostensibly very different. Even as we have tried to foreground 
cultural difference, commonalities of past human experience and understanding of the 
societal function of theatre and performance have also been revealed.  
 The first pairing brings together the work of Rosemary K. Bank and Maryrose Casey, 
in two essays that address the theme of ‘Seeing differently through time and space’. Both 
essays examine the impact of colonial appropriation on ways of seeing: Bank on the sixteenth 
century Spanish conquest of the geographical area of what is now Mexico and the southern 
states of America in her essay ‘A-foot in Time: Temporality in the Space of a Moment in 
Theatre History’; Casey within the context of the strengthening grip of white British 
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settlement on the newly-named continent of Australia in the nineteenth century in ‘Nuwhju 
and the archive: recuperating the history of Aboriginal Australian Performance Practice’. As 
Banks probes the different historiographical positions underlying definitions of Amerindians 
that colour perceptions of performance practices concerning what ‘American’ means and has 
meant, her observation that ‘cultures don’t see and don’t play the human in the same way at 
different times and spaces’ is foundational for our collective historiographic enquiries. 
Casey’s examination of the documented observations of Aboriginal performance practice by 
white settlers and amateur ethnographers in what is now Queensland similarly works to shift 
the established frames and premises of European cultural domination through which 
indigenous performances have been viewed and subsequently erased.  
 Paired together under the theme of ‘Challenging Dominant Narratives’, the essay 
written collaboratively by Milena Grass Kleiner, Mariana Hausdorf Andrade and Nancy 
Nicholls on ‘Theatre History vs Theatre Canon: the Chilean Case’ and Laura Peja’s essay 
‘When Napoleon went to the Theatre: A Closer Examination of Stories and the History of the 
Milanese Patriotic Scene’ speak from within very different contexts, but both draw our 
attention to the way that ideologically-oriented points of view can be shown to be 
instrumental in creating and sustaining ‘conventional’ theatre histories and understandings 
across time. Both essays highlight repeated instances of political intervention through the 
perceived efficacy of theatre to achieve culturally hegemonic goals – a phenomenon which 
threads through all of our essays where moments of significant change or re-imposition of 
power relations are integral to the discussion.  
 In the paired essays addressing the theme of ‘Politics, Precursors and Erasure’ both 
Dorota Sosnowska and Ngozi Udengwu are engaged in a process of recuperating and 
reframing past theatre histories which are located almost simultaneously within post-1945 
contexts of national turmoil: in Sosnowska’s newly communist Poland and in Udengwu’s 
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Nigeria struggling to free itself from British colonial rule. Udengwu’s ‘“The First Actress 
Party”: Adunni Oluwole and the First Guerrilla Theatre in Nigeria’ foregrounds the forgotten 
relevance of a pioneering female performer to established and male-dominated narratives of 
the origins of a form of activist street theatre. Sosnowska’s ‘How to make political theatre? 
Polish socialist realism as a historiographical problem’ scrutinises the persistent and 
unexamined claims about the only successful socialist realist spectacle. By returning to the 
material specifics of the surrounding socio-political circumstances and ‘forensically’ re-
reading the intended political rhetoric of the remaining visual and written documentary 
traces, Sosnowska argues for the re-introduction of ‘history’ into what has become an 
ahistoricised, free-floating, non-event. For Udengwu the task of recuperation can only be 
achieved through oral history, fragmentary and at times anonymised testimony assessed 
alongside a now unverifiable ‘master’ narrative.  
 Our next two sets of essays focus explicitly on space and place, moving from the 
macro-perspective of theatrical landscapes towards the exploration of individual historical 
sites of performance. Under the shared title of ‘Mapping Landscapes of Theatre’, Katharina 
Wessely’s essay ‘Between Back Province and Metropolis: Actor Autobiographies as Sources 
to Trace Cultural Mobility’ and ‘Mapping London’s Amateur Theatre Histories’ by David 
Coates both explore different ways of utilising mapping to explore social and topographical 
formations of theatre within roughly the same nineteenth-century time period. Drawing on 
the concept of the ‘mental map’, Wessely traces the routes of professional development 
through individual recollections of actors journeying within the German ‘cultural sphere’ of 
the German and Austro-Hungarian empire, while Coates deploys the capabilities of spatial 
history via map visualisations that evidence the extent of the concentration and dissemination 
of amateur theatre activity in London, calling attention to its almost complete erasure from 
the historical record. 
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In ‘Place and the performance event’ our contributors tighten the focus of their 
investigations, exploring historiographies that utilise the materiality of the built site of 
performance in order to understand and explore the spatial and embodied experience of 
performer and spectator within the very different contexts of Late Imperial China and the 
Italian Renaissance. Xiaohuan Zhao’s essay ‘Of Shrine and Stage: A Study of Huizhou 
Temple Theatre in Late Imperial China’ examines what the layered-through-time evidential 
basis of surviving architectural remains can reveal about the communally-generated 
relationship between ritual and performance, while Clelia Falletti draws on insights provided 
by cognitive neuroscience in seeking to understand the past experience of the place of 
performance, as through discussion of the performance of Eutichia that took place in Urbino 
in 1513, she juxtaposes the ‘invention’ of theatre and especially of perspective scenic designs 
with a change in mentality that produced this new way of perceiving the world.  
 The site-based work of Zhao and Falletti introduces a concern with material evidence 
that is pursued by our next contributors, whose work foregrounds the cumulative diversity of 
material and embodied evidence, and highlights the ways in which an understanding of 
changing local and temporal contexts can shape particular responses and engagement with 
that evidence within theatre history. Under the theme of ‘Material Evidence and the Archive’, 
Esther Lee’s ‘Historiography of Yellowface: Stage Makeup, Materiality and Technology’ 
focuses on the troubling history of the convention of yellowface makeup which alters the face 
of a non-Asian actor to look phenotypically ‘Asian’. Ruthie Abeliovich’s essay ‘Archived 
Voices: Attempting to Listen to the Historical Past’ reflects on the opportunities and 
challenges afforded by a 1952-released radio recording of a 1928 theatrical production of the 
Biblical play, Yaakov and Rachel, produced by an amateur company of third-wave European 
Jewish immigrants to Palestine. In both these essays, our contributors show that the act of 
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paying attention to the ‘stuff’ of particular kinds of materiality has the potential to enable new 
historiographic approaches and understandings of changing temporal contexts. 
 The felt need for understanding the local contexts – temporally and geographically – of 
performance histories resonates across the essays contributed by Rashna Darius Nicholson in 
‘What’s in a name?: The Performance of Language in South Asian Theatre History’, and by 
Hyunshik Ju in ‘Korean Masked Dance Drama and a Historiography of Emotions’, gathered 
together under the heading ‘The Imperatives of Local Difference’. Nicholson traces the 
impact on nineteenth century Parsi theatre – its making and its history – of the rapid and 
violent process of the codification of Parsi Gujarati, through its Sanskritization in the British 
colonial period in India. Ju, arguing for a locally inflected and culturally differentiated 
understanding of emotional response to an ancient dance drama form, is alert to the difficulty 
of capturing in words – and in words written in English, rather than the Korean language – 
the essence of those emotions particularly as their meanings and effects shift through time. 
Nicholson, extrapolating from what happened linguistically in British colonial India, shifts to 
the consequences as revealed in twenty-first century historiography: difference is effaced 
through standardization and thus a dominant global norm is imposed. Such questions clearly 
resonate throughout this volume, in which the majority of our contributors write in their 
second or third language. Our contributors return to issues of language, terminology and 
meaning again in the roundtable discussion in the fourth section of this book. 
 Our final two essays in this section, written by Magnus Thorbergsson and Khalid 
Amine, return us to ‘Rhizomes and palimpsests: theatre histories across cultures’. 
Thorbergsson’s ‘Erased Trails: Investigating Icelandic-Canadian Theatre History’, focused on 
Icelandic immigrant theatre in Canada in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
identifies a series of historiographic challenges in arranging the record of practices which he 
describes as ‘geographically, culturally and linguistically in-between’. Again the process of 
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mapping historical evidence is utilised to reveal a complex understanding of theatrical and 
community space, formed through interconnecting networks of immigrant groups, as 
Thorbergsson argues for a move from linear narratives of development towards new and 
interwoven multiple structures. In his ‘Decolonising Theatre History in the Arab World (The 
Case of the Maghreb)’ Khalid Amine also explores and interrogates multiple points of 
connection, here between European and Arabic theatre cultures, arguing that the desired 
provincialization of hitherto dominant Eurocentric scholarship in the interests of Arabic 
theatre research – a critical focus on the ‘local’, in the terms set out in this Introduction – can 
only be achieved by acknowledging and recovering the irreducible plurality and age-old 
interweaving between European theatre with other histories and traditions. His questions: 
‘What is the task of Arabic performance research in an era of globalization? Is there still a 
global divide between affluent countries and wretched ones as far as theatre practice is 
concerned?’ speak directly to our international priorities and sense of ethical priorities.  
We recognise that our attempt at greater international inclusivity represents no more 
than pin pricks on the global map of theatre history, and in writing this introduction we are 
conscious of how much we did not know at the start of this process – and how dependent we 
as ‘outsider’ editors are on our ‘insider’ informants and the efficacy of our interweaving of 
theatre histories from around that globe. Throughout we have stressed the importance of 
materialities and the nature of the impact of the physical environment on both the lived 
experience of the past and the present circumstances of the historian. Despite the global 
communication networks and virtual impressions of instant access made available through 
constantly renewing technologies, the ‘real’ produces real effects felt in bodies and minds 
produced by a variety of factors some of which are comparatively recent or transient, others 
generated over much longer periods of time. DeLanda has encouraged us to think more 
confidently about the kinds of performance practices which emerge from very fundamental 
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variations in landscape, climate, ecosystems down to the level of the microbial and how these 
in turn can shape the histories which are made and the means by which they are made. 
‘Banal’ materialities like persistent extremes of heat and humidity, damp, mould, flood, or the 
commonplace depredations of large populations of destructive insects, obstruct the use of the 
tools of what we think of as traditional scholarship, as do the political shifts in borders, 
societies and economic and institutional structures that affect access to archives and other 
material remains of performance. The ample resources available to the historians who have 
led the way in our discipline over the past decades considered in our overview, are still in 
very short supply or effectively non-existent in other regional or national locals even where 
the performance culture has been very rich. Some of that variety of circumstances necessarily 
marks the different approaches and registers adopted by our essayists. That fact, as we intend 
to show in the work of our diverse group of collaborators, means that the practice of theatre 
historiography and the discourses developed around it are themselves open to alternative 
perspectives and objectives which in turn change the way we see and think about what we do.  
Each of the essays is comparatively short, but we hope that the core historiographic 
issues will come across clearly. We make no apology, however, for encouraging each 
historian to give readers a taste of some of the material which illustrates the historical 
scenarios, personalities, events and locations which have stimulated their research interests. 
The vividness with which the lived experience of the past is communicated remains an 
essential attribute in our work. 
 
Notes 
1 For our purposes a useful Scottish preposition meaning outside or beyond. 
 
